Nailfold capillary density as a possible indicator of pulmonary capillary loss in systemic lupus erythematosus but not in mixed connective tissue disease.
Nailfold capillary density was measured in 24 patients with systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), 14 with mixed connective tissue disease (MCTD) and 21 healthy subjects. Pulmonary function tests were performed on all subjects and needle muscle biopsies on 12 patients with SLE and 9 with MCTD. A significant correlation was documented between nailfold capillary density and pulmonary gas transfer (KCO) in patients with SLE (p less than 0.001) but not in patients with MCTD. This suggests that in SLE poor gas transfer may be dependent on alveolar capillary loss and that nailfold capillary density may be a good indicator of alveolar capillary density. There was no significant correlation between skeletal muscle fiber atrophy and nailfold capillary density in SLE or MCTD. Additional studies to optimize the nailfold capillary counting method are described.